someone so complex and complicated as Montgomery does not wane after a single reading. Instead, as with her fiction, readers continue to enjoy reading both forward and backward, gaining new insights in the life, culture, and psyche of this favourite author with every encounter with the text in question" (3: 387). Like Montgomery herself, who was constantly given to rereading, revising, and recycling text, the volumes of The L. M. Montgomery Reader encourage and facilitate that same continued reading and reassessment of the author and her world. Children's Fiction: A Critical Study, by Catherine Elick. Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2015. Reviewed by Sophia Klein
Talking Animals in
Catherine Elick has crafted an intelligent and multifaceted study of talking animals in children's literature that makes a valuable contribution to this field. Her approach is original and her observations are fresh. Despite the frequency of animals in children's literature, the study of their place in the world of children's fiction, particularly in relation to their human coprotagonists, has remained relatively unexplored until very recently. As Elick herself notes, not since Margaret Blount's 1974 publication Animal Land: The Creatures of Children's Fiction has there appeared a comprehensive study on animals in children's literature with as much depth and breadth, and although Elick modestly claims not to be attempting to provide a book on par with Blount's, it's clear that her work is helping to advance the discussion about animals in children's literature in a new and fascinating way. The aim of this book is to examine ten key texts from the modern period (which Elick defines as from the end of the nineteenth century to the late twentieth century) that prominently feature talking animals, and to discuss the degree of animal agency throughout all ten texts, as explored through the human-animal relationship. Each of the fantasies she has chosen, argues Elick, addresses the unequal power relations between humans and animals and therefore makes an important contribution to her examination of the various literary facets which attribute subject or object status to animal characters. Elick's thoughtful and elucidatory introduction explains the reasons why children's literature is one of the most relevant mediums through which to examine this topic of the animal-human power struggle, suggesting that such literary worlds offer "fertile sites where young readers can slough off societal directives about animals' utility or insignificance and adopt fresh attitudes that engender new ways of living" (6). This notion of the impact of the text on the reader in fostering new ways of seeing and ultimately treating animals is key to Elick's argument and runs consistently throughout the entire study, with the conclusion of each chapter surmising the nature of how and the degree to which the text succeeds in imparting a revolutionary way of viewing animals to its (young) readers.
Perhaps the most noteworthy aspect of this study on animals in children's literature is the methodology it employs to examine power relations and animal agency. Elick frames the entire book through a Bakhtinian lens, providing a comprehensive explanation of the Russian theorist's concepts in the introduction, as well as the ways in which they shall be relevant to her work. This analysis proves insightful for readers with a limited knowledge of Bakhtin's ideas, and is effective in building a framework which will inform Elick's arguments and provide a cohesive thread running through all ten chapters. The concepts of carnival, dialogism, polyphony, heteroglossia, unfinalizability, and chronotope are prioritized in this study, with the initial three utilized the most in the author's discussion of the texts. However, Elick varies the extent to which she uses Bakhtin's concepts in her discussion of each text, with perhaps some works lending themselves better to this framework than others, and also employs other tools in exploring the texts, such as popular motifs in animal-focused children's literature, historical, political and social context for each piece of work, perceived authorial intent, and comparison to works within and outside of the study. Elick also regularly initiates discussions throughout her book on the absence of these core Bakhtinian concepts, particularly in attempting to define or provide true examples of the polyphonic novel, which adds to the richness and complexity of her framework.
One of Elick's most compelling uses of Bakhtin's theories in this study is in her relation of didacticism to Bakhtin's idea of the pure and fundamentally open polyphonic novel. The notion of didacticism has long been central to discussions of children's literature and it is fascinating to follow Elick's exploration of didacticism as it relates to dialogism in each text, with Elick, like Bakhtin, searching for that perfect text which provides little or no closure but instead offers scope for new perceptions and conversations to be had and, above all, communicates an unfiltered free play of ideas. This perspective provides a new way of examining didacticism in children's books and fits in neatly with the overarching theme of agency and passivity that surfaces throughout the entire study.
Elick situates her work in terms of historical chronology from the very beginning, arguing that "To trace the change in authorial attitudes and fictional strategies deployed in children's fantasies about animals over the centuries is to map the larger cultural shifts in human orientation toward other species" (7). She effectively traces the historical move from animal welfare to animal rights, as seen through the evolving though concomitant focus in children's fiction on realistic animal biographies such as Black Beauty (1877) and more empowered and linguistically expressive animals in subsequent animal fictions, touting Alice in Wonderland (1865) as one of the first examples of truly autonomous animal characters in children's literature. The historical span of this study enables Elick to suggest conclusions about the changing attitudes to animals in children's literature as echoes of changing attitudes toward animals in society. One particularly poignant example of these shifting attitudes is that of animal death. As Elick notes, the death of animals is perceived as something of a joke in Alice in Wonderland, but over the course of the century it becomes a much more serious topic with strong ethical considerations, as shown in the later text Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH (1971) through the openly controversial use of animals in scientific experiments.
Elick engages in a fascinating posthuman discussion throughout the book, which is only appropriate for the nature of this study. She does so particularly effectively in her treatment of the human and the animal divisions in The Wind in the Willows (1908) and Stuart Little (1945) . Although these chapters are not adjacent (due to the emphasis on historical chronology rather than similar ideologies), they both deal with the same concept but from different angles. In The Wind and the Willows, the discussion centers on the human aspects of the animal protagonists, which are essentially wild animals, and charts the process by which they become further anthropomorphized throughout the narrative and the subsequent levels of empowerment they experience as a result. In Stuart Little, Elick draws our attention to the animal aspects of a human-like protagonist and his subsequent struggles in attaining power and recognition due not only to his small stature, but also to his animalism. Elick also highlights the importance of the reactions of other characters in both narratives in communicating the concept of the human-animal power struggle to readers, drawing attention to the heathen-like creatures of the wild woods in The Wind in the Willows, and the father in Stuart Little who is somewhat repulsed by his son's animalistic tendencies, and perhaps by his own repressed animal nature too. This posthuman discussion of animal and human intersection appears again in the fifth chapter which looks at Mary Poppins (1934-88), aptly named "Exploring the Mystery of Shared Origins." Although Mary Poppins doesn't seem like an obvious choice in a study that focuses on texts which feature prominent talking animal characters, Elick justifies her choice with an engaging discussion on posthumanism in the somewhat mythic character of Mary Poppins herself and the series' open and tantalizing invitation to readers to engage in the philosophical explorations of human and animal origin and our lack of separation from other species.
One of the most prominent aspects of Elick's argument throughout this work is her focus on language. From the very mention of "talking animals" in the title of the work, it's clear that this study will hone in on the linguistic attributes of the animal protagonists above all else. In the introduction, Elick makes the point that language is an important tool of empowerment for animals, enabling them to take control of worlds or understand more of the human one they live in, as well as engage more directly with human characters. Language is thus the very essence of self-definition, she argues, noting that part of the success of children's books featuring talking animals is due to the fact that children are also learning anew the power and the potential of language and self-expression. She also attributes a more profound acceptance and understanding that child readers have for the plight of animal characters due to this similarity of position: "At a time in their lives when language acquisition is key to developing their own healthy sense of self, child readers accept talking animals as equally worthy beings who, like them, are struggling to forge relationships and gain acceptance" (6). This idea of aligning animals and children as subjugated or disempowered beings is hardly new, but is nevertheless important to include in a discussion of language as a form of empowerment for animals in children's literature, as well as the impact of talking animals in shaping child readers' perception of animals and their treatment.
This focus on language is the most well-developed and frequently discussed idea in the book and seeks to connect seemingly disparate topics explored in each chapter, with varying levels of success. Elick doesn't just write about the fact that animals talk but, more importantly, how they talk, attending to register, accent, linguistic differences and dialects, species hierarchy and attributed speech, and the nature of their communication with humans. The Bakhtinian notion of heteroglossia-a wide variety of linguistic viewpoints working toward a more dialogic truth-is also explored in the depiction of language.
One of Elick's arguments that I found particularly interesting was that of language-learning. Elick argues that the Doctor Dolittle books provide the first and most prominent example in children's literature of a human working to learn the languages of animals rather than the other way around, and this shift in perspective helps to empower animals and encourage the reader's respect for them. A similar thread of this argument appears in the final chapter discussing Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH, which shows a more typical situation of animals trying to learn human language but inverts the traditional power structure when the rats advance their language skills so much that they are able to outsmart their human oppressors. The dual aspects of power and powerlessness in language acquisition appear again in Ben and Me (1939) , when Elick highlights the frustration the mouse protagonist experiences in not being recognized for his genius inventions and visionary speeches due to his lack of being able to communicate them to anyone other than Benjamin Franklin, who takes full credit for them. In the realm of animal communication on a broader spectrum, Charlotte 's Web (1952) and The Cricket in Times Square (1960) look at animals imitating human behavior and animals' artistic expression for the attention of humans, and the varying degrees of empowerment afforded by such expression. Although Elick's discussions on language in these texts are well developed and multifaceted, I feel there is a lack of consistency around some more obvious concepts that could have been explored, such as the empowering or disempowering effects of animal characters' direct speech to human characters. While this is spoken about in depth in some chapters, such as in Alice and Wonderland and Ben and Me, it seems noticeably absent in others. For example, in her discussion of Rabbit Hill (1944) , Elick speaks about the power struggle between the animals and humans, as well as the importance of speech and literacy amongst the animals, but she fails to make it clear whether or not the animals can speak directly to the humans (a crucial bit of information for those unfamiliar with the text), and what the subsequent effects are on the animals' agency. In my opinion, this is one of the most important aspects of language in the relationship between animal and human characters, and Elick demonstrates its significance on many occasions too, but unfortunately not consistently. I believe that the consistency which this common thread would have lent an already slightly fragmented study would have strengthened the tone and overall impression of the piece.
Because of the lack of consistency in ideas expressed throughout the chapters, I was disappointed at the lack of conclusion in Elick's critical study. The fact that she's chosen to present the discussion based on chronological order of the texts rather than grouping together texts with similar or opposing arguments means that it is sometimes difficult to draw together the multitude of fascinating ideas presented in this book into a coherent conclusive whole. Should the ideas presented in the extensive body of work be able to be drawn into a neat summary? Perhaps not, and perhaps that is precisely the value of reading the text as a whole rather than a concluding statement, but I also feel that an independent concluding chapter or even a paragraph could have reiterated some of the concepts put forth in the introduction and the ways in which they have been explored throughout the chapters. This sense of closure would have given the reader a more concrete idea of the author's intention with this book and a better platform from which to reflect upon whether such an intention was achieved. 
History

Reviewed by Melody Green
Beginning with the Puritans, who believed that all children should learn to read as a spiritual discipline, religion has had a long and complex relationship with American children's literature. This relationship is one that has needed more careful scholarship; recently two books have done just that. Both books examine the role of religion in the shaping and production of nonfiction for children. Gregory M. Pfitzer explores historical books originally published in the nineteenth century but
